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CELEBRITY PLAYGROUND
BY E.C. GLADSTONE

Beauty and the Beasts
Dita Von Teese Teaches Pet Owners Their ABCs

P

eople for the Ethical Treatment of Animals—widely
known as PETA—is an organization unafraid of shocking people. But no one could have been more surprised
about whom they chose for their latest campaign than
the subject herself: burlesque dancer Dita Von Teese.
“I am not a model animal-rights activist,” Von Teese says with a
chuckle. “I’m not a vegan, I’m wearing leather shoes right now, I
wear vintage fur.” But the new drive was not part of PETA’s famed
“I’d Rather Go Naked Than Wear Fur” campaign, which, says Von
Teese, “I am definitely not in” (and not because she has any problem
being naked). Instead, PETA wanted Dita for a new Animal Birth
Control (ABC) crusade to spay and neuter pets. With three cats—
Edgar, Herman and Aleister—and two 14-year-old dachshunds—
Greta and Eva—of her own, Von Teese says, “It’s something that I
believe in and I’m happy to bring attention to. I’ve had pets my
whole life, and I always thought it was the first thing that you do
when you get a cat or dog: You make sure it’s spayed or neutered. It
never occurred to me that you would do it any other way.”
The campaign
photo shoot, which
features her in
schoolgirl-inspired
lingerie (learning her
“ABCs,” if you will),
was nothing out of
the ordinary for Von
Teese, who has done
her fair share of nude
and fetish-fashion
modeling. But the
former serious ballet
student prefers her first love, dancing for a live audience.
“That’s the ideal,” she says. “It’s just a performance, and it’s about
pleasing the audience—not taking good pictures. With my shows, I’m
producer, director, choreographer, everything. It’s me and my best girlfriend [fellow stripteaser Catherine D’Lish] coming up with ideas, not a
team of people advising me. So it’s exciting to see it all come together
and know I’m responsible for how it turns out.”
Still, her proudest moment so far was her guest appearances with
the Paris and Las Vegas Crazy Horse revues earlier this year—the first
time the 56-year-old show has featured a star performer. “I’ve seen a lot
of shows in Las Vegas,” she says, “and with the burlesque trend, you
have all this sanitized, commercialized striptease. The Crazy Horse is a
place where you can get a sense of what burlesque is meant to be. It’s
not about nudity, it’s about inciting lust in the audience.”
As frivolous as it may seem, the 35-year-old beauty (born Heather
Sweet in Rochester, Michigan) takes her art seriously and takes pride in
her veteran status. But the thought of having her own Vegas show
brings some apprehension. “I only want to do a Vegas show if we can
remove the cheese factor—the part where we have rock music and
girls on roller skates and a laser light show—and make something
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“You have all this
commercialized
striptease. It’s not
about nudity, it’s
about inciting lust
in the audience.”

While Dita Von Teese admits she is
“not a model animal-rights
activist,” the burlesque dancer
(and owner of four cats and two
dogs) strongly believes in spaying
and neutering pets.
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DITA VON TEESE
Regardless of her
rising celebrity status,
Von Teese chooses her
endorsements carefully.

Past PETA campaigns featured such well-known faces (and
bodies) as Joanna Krupa (above) and Alicia Silverstone (below).

Baring It for PETA

Von Teese’s provocative new PETA campaign to promote animal birth control.

that’s really reminiscent of the Ziegfeld Follies, Busby Berkeley,” she says. “Think about how great
it could be if they brought in somebody with good taste. [A show that’s] everything I ever thought
a Vegas show should be does not exist in Vegas—or anywhere in the world, I have to say.”
Regardless of her rising celebrity status, Von Teese chooses her endorsements carefully,
including M•A•C Viva Glam and Cointreau, and isn’t looking to launch an acting career. “I don’t
have any desire to be an actress for the sake of being an actress,” she insists. “But my favorite burlesque stars from the past, like Gypsy Rose Lee, made movies where they showcased their talents.”
At the top of her own list is a proposed film about the life of Mata Hari.
But Von Teese’s highest priority remains her artistic stripteasing, including a new routine
based on Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake and another set in a vintage opium den.
As for her tabloid fame (for the record, she denies all bizarre rumors about how she keeps her
skin porcelain pure), the former Mrs. Marilyn Manson is happy to disappoint inquiring minds.
“After going through a really public breakup, I love people not knowing whom I’m dating,” she
says. “I’ve been in relationships my whole adult life, four years, five years, three years, six years,
and this is the longest I’ve ever been single.” Next time around, she says, “I’ll try to make smarter
choices. But if I don’t, you know, I just want to entertain people, so however I can do it….” She
trails off with another hearty guffaw. “I’m just making a joke of it. All you can do is laugh.” 
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The 1990s marked the beginning of an ever growing list
of beautiful celebrities joining in the fight against animal
cruelty. While Dita Von Teese preaches the ABCs in her
skivvies, many models, actors and sports stars are baring it
all in the name of PETA’s “I’d Rather Go Naked Than Wear
Fur” campaign. To date, such notables include Christie
Turlington, Joanna Krupa, Roselyn Sanchez, Alicia Silverstone, Sophie Monk, Carmen Electra, Holly Madison,
Steve-O and even Dennis Rodman.
—Morgan Kuntze

